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Obesity: Debate, Delay, and Danger

In this week’s issue of the prestigious scientific journal Nature, Dr. Jeffrey Friedman, a promiment obesity researcher at Rockefeller University in New York whose lab identified the hunger-regulating hormone, leptin, elaborates his opinions in an article entitled “Obesity: causes and control of excess body fat.”  Dr. Friedman offers some excellent insights, and in many areas, we agree.  Where we disagree makes for more interesting reading.


Dr. Friedman states that obesity is not ‘epidemic’ in part because epidemics describe conditions with person-to-person transmission.  As a board-certified public health physician, and the co-author of 3 editions of an epidemiology textbook, I can say with conviction: obesity is epidemic.  The fundamental definition of an epidemic has nothing to do with person-to-person transmission, nor with any absolute level of disease; rather, it is the occurrence of any condition at either unprecedented, or unexpected levels.  While Dr. Friedman quibbles with the data, they do indeed show a relentless rise in rates of obesity over the past several decades at least, to unprecedented levels at present.
That said, obesity is of course transmitted person to person, albeit via the
intermediary of culture in its multitudinous guises. What would the alternative
be? We are certainly not getting it from pigs in Mexico. Porcupines, perhaps? Naked mole rats? Extra-terrestrials? By the process of exclusion, person to person it is.  Cultural transmission is person-to-person; it’s just the baton that’s been reinvented.


By noting that twin studies show genes can account for as much as 70% to 80% of the variation in obesity risk, Dr. Friedman makes his case that obesity is mostly biological in its origins.   But100 years ago everybody and their twins were lean, whereas obesity is now rampant- and our genes have not changed discernibly in that span.
Friedman goes on to state that since “only half” of individuals with access to the prevailing excess of calories are overweight, obesity cannot be fundamentally environmentally driven- otherwise, everyone would succumb.  I find this position either willfully obtuse, or surprisingly naïve.  It harbors two fallacies.

The first let’s call the “Titanic fallacy.”  Applying Dr. Friedman’s assessment to the tragic sinking of the Titanic, one would conclude at the mid-point of the catastrophe, when only half rather than all of the passengers were wet, that the problem resided in that half of the passengers, rather than the ship.  Perhaps the Titanic might not have gone down if a quick genetic and biological survey had been conducted of those first-to-get-soggy passengers- but I doubt it.
The second fallacy let's call the “snap shot” fallacy, the notion that statistics at one point in time are a meaningful indication of trends.  In fact, Shiriki Kumanykia at the Universtiy of Pennsylvania and her colleagues recently told us in an article in the journal Obesity that we are, indeed, headed toward universal adult obesity by 2048.  So even if “only half” of us were currently overweight (it’s quite a bit more than that, in my opinion), that is just a shap shot, the mid-point between yesterday and tomorrow.  I continue to hope we might agree on efforts to fix environmental factors underlying obesity before, rather than after, universal obesity renders the issue of genetic variability entirely moot.

Finally, Dr. Friedman - whose work on the topic relates to neurobiological pathways governing energy balance- implies that the ultimate solution to weight control resides at least partly in scientific advances and new drug therapies.  I suggest you don’t hold your breath.


Drowning is harmful, even lethal, but that is not because the human body is doing anything wrong.  Rather, it is due to the fact that a normal, healthy, properly functioning human body is not designed to breathe under water.  The prospect of changing that with pharmacotherpy is daunting at best, at worst- utterly silly.


Similarly, the human body is not designed to float in a constant sea of ubiquitous, tasty calories.  We are, in essence, drowning in calories.  The solution to drowning of any variety is not to tinker with human physiology, but to change the interactions between people and the particular flood in question.  
Call me crazy, but I think the “causes and control” of obesity are simple and obvious to the point of self-evident.  We eat way too much of all the wrong things, and do far too little.  We need to eat less and better stuff, and get off the couch.  Period, end of story, thanks for stopping by.


We have witnessed the advent of epidemic, and ineed, pandemic obesity over the last half-century.  Since epidemic obesity is new, it is change in our lives that must account for it.  That change is found in the modern environment, not in our biochemistry.


Thus, every policy, program, and practice that empowers people to eat better and/or be more active is part of the solution.  Every missed opportunity for the same is part of the problem. 

True, we’re not all yet quite comparably submerged in the modern floodtide of empty calories and labor-saving technology.  But that’s just a matter of time, because we are all in the same boat, just different parts of it.  And it is, indeed, sinking.  The longer we indulge in debate of the obvious, the longer we risk delay of the necessary.
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